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Water governance in The Netherlands

Henk J. Loijenga, 17. November 2009

My name is Henk Loijenga. Untill recently I was working as secretary-
director of one of the 26 waterschappen in The Netherlands. Since 1. 
October of this year I work for the waterschappen as a whole. And in this 
new position I am engaged in the foundation of a worldwide Water
Governance Centre in The Hague. So it is an honour and a pleasure for 
me to tell something about the waterschappen model in The Netherlands. 
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Course of my presentation

• Water management and polity

• History in brief

• Tasks of the waterschappen
o Flood protection
o Water systems management
o Urban wastewater reatment

• Waterschappen
o Characteristics
o Terms of reference
o Funding, taxation
o Democracy

• Challenges 21st century
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Water management and polity

• Artificial means to keep The 
Netherlands dry (or wet)

o Dikes, dams, (storage basin)
embankments

o Canals, ditches
o Locks, sluices, weirs
o Mills, pumping stations

• Authorities occupied with water 
governance:

o European Union
o National government
o Provincies
o Waterschappen / Municipalities

A large part of The Netherlands is kept dry (or wet) by artificial means. In 
the past, areas that were originally peat and marsh were brought under 
cultivation. The land was adepted to suit habitation, agriculture, industry 
and recreation. This was accompanied by enormous investments in water 
management. The dutch seem to take for granted the efforts required to 
keep the land dry, to produce water of high quality and to harmonise water 
management with social functions in our densily-populated country. The 
Dutch feel save, protected as they are by dunes, dams and dikes.
However, without the continuous operation and maintenance of the many 
dikes, locks, pumping stations, flood barriers, canals and ditches, the 
safety of more than nine million Dutch would be jeopardised.

And this is precisley what the waterschappen do. Waterschappen are 
government institutions, with tasks in the field of policy development, 
granting permits and monitoring and treating urban wastewater. They are 
also active in the field of environmental development. But they are not the 
only actors in water management. Water management is part of the public 
sector in The Netherlands. But waterschappen are not the only public 
authorities occupied with water management. Also the central 
government, the provincies and the municipalities have to do with water 
management. And to an increasing extent the European Union, of course.
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Europe (European Union)

• Delta of international river basins
o Meuse
o Rhine
o Eems-Dollard
o The Scheldt

• Bilateral treaties

• EU directives concerning 
drinking water, bathing water, 
groundwater and urban 
wastewater

• Water Framework Directive
• Directive on the assessment and 

management of flood risks

The geographial sitiuation of The Netherlands makes clear the importance 
of Europe for Dutch water management. The Netherlands is the delta of 
four international river basins. That’s why there are several bilateral 
agreements on water management with Germany and Belgium.

Moreover the European Union is playing an increasing role in water 
management legislation. Good examples are the European Water 
Framework Directive, which came to effect late 2000, and the Directive on 
the assessment and management of flood risks (2007).

Other examples include earlier European Directives concerning drinking 
water, bathing water, groundwater and urban wastewater. Since these 
directives have to be transposed by the national legislator, they have a 
great influence on the legal practice within water management.  
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Central government

• Ministries
o Ministry of Public Works (Waterstaat)
o Ministry for Spatial Planning and the 

Environment

• Responsibilities
o Legislation
o Laying down standards (flood 

protection, environmental standards)
o National policy and central planning
o supervision

• Operational tasks national water 
infrastructure: Rijkswaterstaat

Unie

van  Waterschappen

Although water management is a seperate field of responsibility of the 
national government, it has much in commen with other fields of 
government policy such as spatial planning, environmental protection and 
nature conservation. It is therefore vital to gear the decisions in these 
policy fields to one another.

The concept of “integrated water management” is often used in this 
respect. This not only takes into account the relationships within water 
management itself (the quantity and quality of surface water and
groundwater) but also those within the other policy fields mentioned. This 
is exemplified by the water assessment laid down by law. The act in 
question stipulates that provincial and municipal plans in the field of spatial 
planning must indicate the consequences they entail for water 
management. The objective of this water assessment is to prevent the (ill-
considered) building of new urban or industrial areas on locations that are 
unsuitable from the water management point of view.
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Provincies (12)

• Organisation waterschappen

• Integrated spatial and
environmental planning

• Related regional and
environmental objectives

• Supervision waterschappen and 
municipaties

The twelve provincies play an important role with regard to the 
organisation of the waterschappen. It is their responsibility to set up, 
discontinue, lay down rules for and supervise the waterschappen.
Futhermore the provincies take care for the integrated spatial and 
environmental planning.
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Municipalities (441)

• Urban spatial planning

• Sewerage

• Solid waste disposal

• Urban water management
o Ponds
o Canals
o Drainage in wards

From a hierarchical point of view municipalities are together with the 
waterschappen the lowest government level. They have only few water 
management tasks. The most important one is sewerage. Strictly 
speaking this task does not fall under water governance, but it is closely 
connected with water (quality) management and wastewater treatment. 
Sewerage is financed by a local sewerage tax. In several municipaliies 
there is overdue maintenance in the field of sewerage, due to the fact that 
the sewerage tax does not cover the badly needed investments in the 
sewerage systems.
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Waterschappen (26)

• Only water management tasks
o Flood protection
o Water quantity
o Water quality
o Groundwater
o Urban waste water treatment

• Some figures
o Employees: 11.500
o Primary dikes managed: 3.450 km
o Water courses managed: 55.000 km
o Wastewater treatment plants: 390
o Pollution units treated: 23 million 

The boundaries of the waterschappen are not just random lines on the 
map. These boundaries are primarily determined by hydraulic factors: sub-
catchment basins, dike rings, pumping and storage areas. As a result they 
do not correspond with provincial or municipal boundaries.

From a historical point of view it is not quite correct to start telling about 
water goverance with the central government. Because the 
waterschappen are the eldest more or less democratic government in The 
Netherlands. That’s why I take you back to the 13th century.
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Oldest form of “democratic” government

• 3000 BC – 12th century
o Fighting and fleeing water
o Land reclamation (monestries)

• 13th century
o Local cooperation of landowners
o Dike and polder warden
o Foundation of dike boards

• 14th – 18th century
o Invention of the windmill: large scale 

reclamations
o Foundation of dike boards
o Polder administration
o Public authority

• 1795
o Polity change (French model)

• 1848
o Constitution: representative bodies

The Netherlands has been figthing water for centuries. And doing so the 
Dutch created so to say their present country. Look at the pictures and 
see the geographical situation of The Netherlands 3000 BC and 
approximately the 12th century. Abbeys and monastries plaid a very 
important role in the reclamation of the land.

In the Middle Ages farmers began to organise themselves at a local level 
in order to improve the management of the dikes and polders. This form of 
self-organisation was financed with local means. Initialy these means
consisted in payments in kind, for example maintenance of dikes,
embankments and waterways. These contributions were divided on the 
basis of private law amongst landowners. The drawback of payment in 
kind was the fact that it did not guarantee that the requisite maintenance 
would be carried out in time or adequately. Since the interest of the entire 
community was at stake, the need arose for a management organisation 
that was enshrined in public law. The land owners exchanged their duty of 
maintenance for a duty of payment for the costs concerned. These costs 
were divided according to the amount af land they possessed and were 
then apportioned to all the landowners. The Dutch polder model –
charaterised by consultation, consensus and compromise – largely has its 
origin here.

From 17th century on Dutch engineers were involved in hydraulic 
engineering works in several European countries and from 19th century on 
all over the world.
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The 1920s and 1953 

• Blue = below sea level
• Introduction buildings charge
• Flood disaster Zeeland
• Foundation NWB bank
• Water pollution problem

So the Dutch created The Netherlands as it is nowadays. See the picture. 
And notice that two thirds of the thus reclaimed land is below sealevel. 
The picture shows the situation without dikes. In the meantime there were 
more than 2.500 waterschappen in The Netherlands.

From the 1920s onwards, the number of home owners in urban areas that 
had an increasing interest in reliable flood protection and good drainage 
grew. The activities of the waterschappen focused more and more on the 
protection of this immovable property (buildings). Therefore the buildings 
charge was introduced.

The flood of 1. February 1953, during which 1.836 people lost their lives 
and caused enormous financial damage, marked the end of many small 
waterschappen. In 1954 the waterschappen founded their own bank in 
order to get the long-term loans that were needed to finance the enormous 
investments after WW II and after the Zeeland flood.  

In the 1950s the increasing pollution of surface water rose to alarming 
levels. Since then provinces have gradually assigned the care of surface 
water quality and treatment of urban waste water to the waterschappen. 
The task of building and managing costly sewerage treatment plants and 
pressure pipelines called for a firm administrative and financial basis of 
support.
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1970, 1977, 1983 and 1992

• 1970: Pollution of Surface 
Waters Act

• 1977: Government chooses for 
new future waterschappen

• 1983: Waterschappen in the new 
Constitution

• 1985: Policy of integrated water 
management

• 1992: Waterschappen Act and 
Resident charge 

This basis was provided in 1970 by the Pollution of Surface Waters Act. 
From that time on the water quality control, including wastewater 
treatment was more and more handed over to the waterschappen. And 
this caused a huge upscaling of the waterschappen by the way of 
mergers.  

In 1977 the central government determined the future course for the 
waterschappen system and this led to constitutional admission of the 
waterschappen in 1983.

In 1985 the government adopted the policy of setting up integrated water 
management, which means that the various tasks, that is, surface water 
and groundwater from both the quantitive and the qualitative standpoints, 
should be looked at in their mutual connection and, therefore, preferably 
be brought together in one organisation (the so called “all-in 
waterschappen”). This was realised in 2005. 

Since 1992 more significance have been assigned to the general tasks 
within the waterschap district and this resulted in a seperate charge for the 
people residing in the waterschap district.
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Hans Brinker

Hans Brinker, or the Silver Skates

By: Mary Mapes Dodge, 1865

After this brief sketch of the history of the waterschappen I mention the 
name of one of the most famous Dutchmen: Hans Brinker. Perhaps you 
are familiar with this heroic personality in the struggle against water.

Honestly speaking he is not a real historical person, but a figure in book, 
called: Hans Brinker, or the Silver Skates. This book was written in 1865 
by Mary Mapes Dodge, who herself has never been in The Netherlands.

It’s the story of a boy, while skating through Holland, that tells the 
legendary story of a country behind dikes and dunes.

Hans Brinkers is the sun of the lockkeeper of the Haarlemmerrmeer 
(Spaarndam). One stormy day he discovers a hole in the dike and he does 
not hesitate. With his finger he stopped up the hole. Doing this he 
defended city and countryside, with his bare hand, one night and one day 
long. This characterizes the attitude of the Dutch concerning water 
management. And so many foriegners see the Dutch.

After this interlude, I will now tell you more about the waterschappen in 
detail.    
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Flood protection

• Rijkswaterstaat (central 
government):

o Coastline
o Storm tide barrier Westerschelde
o Storm tide barrier Nieuwe Waterweg

• Waterschappen:
o River dikes
o Canal dikes
o Embankments
o Inland flood barriers

Unie

van  W aterschappen

Flood protection. This task consists of the protection of The Netherlands 
from flooding, by flood defences. Quite rightly – witness the experiences 
over the past few years – this task is considered to be the “core task” in 
the Dutch lowlands, which are under threat from both the sea and the big 
rivers.

More then sixty percent of The Netherlands would be under water if the 
water management was not up to standard. If the waterschappen failed to 
do their work for even a single day, the lower lying areas of The 
Netherlands would immediately be in trouble. This task is, both literally 
and figuratively, a matter of live and death, besides which big economic 
interests are also involved.

Flood protection is the responsibility of the central government and the 
waterschappen. The central government is entrusted with the care of the 
Dutch coast (maintenace of the coastline) and the management of the 
dams that close off the big arms of the sea in the west of the country. The 
other infrastructural works (dikes, dunes and storage basin embankments) 
are managed by waterschappen.

Most of the constructon and building of hydraulic infrastucture is done by 
private engineering bureaus and contractors.  
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Water systems management - quantity

• Issuing permits

• Enforcing bye-laws

• Drainage

• Irrigation

• Maintenance

• Combating muskrats and 
beaverrats

Water systems management. Water quantity management is aimed at 
reaching one or more water levels in a particular area and maintaining 
them, as well as possible. These water levels are geared to the function(s) 
of the respective bodies of water (dry feet, agriculture, shipping traffic, the 
environment and so on). The objective of the proper supply and discharge 
of surface water is to prevent surpluses and shortages.

From 2009 on the waterschappen also manage the quantity of the 
groundwater, by means of a system of permits and general rules. 
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Water systems management - quality

• Planning

• Licensing

• Enforcing (bye-)laws

• Monitoring and evaluation

• Water Framework Directive

Water quality management. This task could be described as the protection 
of surface water from pollution. Water quality management aims at 
reaching certain water quality targets that are geared to the varies 
functions of the respective bodies of waters (ecology, the extraction of 
drinking water, agriculture and so on). 
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Urban wastewater treatment

• 390 Wastewater treatment plants

• Decrease in discharges
o 1970 - 40.0 mio p.u.
o 1980 - 15.4 mio p.u.
o 1990 - 8.7 mio p.u.
o 1995 - 4.7 mio p.u.
o 2000 - 4.0 mio p.u.
o 2004 - 3.5 mio p.u.

• Efficiency-figures of plants
o 02 98%
o P-tot 80%
o N-Kjel 87%
o N-tot 74%

P

Urban wasterwater treatment. A major part of the water quality task is the 
construction and operation of treatment plants where households and 
industrial wastewater is purified.

From the 1970s the quality of the surface water has gradually improved as 
a result of large scale investments in wastewater treatment plants. The 
largest effect became evident in the first fifteen years after the introduction 
of the pollution tax. A further decrease in dicharges was only subsequently 
achieved at much higher cost and, logically, higher tax rates.

The figures show that most point discharges in The Netherlands were 
almost entirely cleaned up within a period of around 25 years.

Today policy is primarily aimed at the so-called diffuse sources that 
jeopardise water quality. These sources are primarily due to pollution from 
agriculture, traffic and urban areas (building materials).  
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Drinking water

• Private entreprises

• Public owned

• Regulated by law

• Consumer cost pricing

Drinking water. This task is linked to water governance because 
groundwater en surface water form the raw ingredients for our drinking 
water. The supply of drinking water lies in the hands of water companies 
and is regulated in the Water Supply Act.

The costs are collected from the citizens by means of invoices under 
private law. In practice however drinking water supplies are largely 
controlled by the national government.



18

18/11/2009 18

Waterschappen – terms of reference

• Constitution:
o Government care is aimed at the 

habitability of the country and the 
protection and improvement of the 
environment

o Legal foundation: decentralized water 
management 

• Waterschappen Act:
o Allocation of tasks
o Bye-laws
o Taxation
o Democracy

The constitutional positon of the waterschappen is the first building block 
of the waterschap model. Water governance focuses on the habitibility and 
usability of the land and the protection and improvement of the living 
environment. The political justification of seperate waterschappen rests on 
the conviction that: “In order to be able to carry out regional water tasks 
efficiently and decisively, the best option is to have an individual cast 
structure under the responsibility of one’s own administration. But this 
conviction varies the last time with the current central government.

The importance of good water governance is however growing as a result 
of the rising sea level, climate change, land subsidence and urbanisation.

The waterschappen draw up bye-laws (keur) to safeguard the correct 
maintenance and functioning of the infrastucture and water control works.

This public power is laid down in de Waterschappen Act, together with the 
allocation of the tasks to the waterschappen, the way of funding and the 
representation of the civilians in the waterschap.

This is based on the age-old and still living principle that those who have 
an interest in the duties performed by the waterschap should bear the 
costs en be represented in the governing body. This priciple is better 
known as the triplet of interest-pay-say.
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Waterschappen - charateristics

• Special purpose governments
o Solely water governance

• Public bodies, binding decisions
o Bye-laws
o Permits
o taxes

• Polder model
o Consultation
o Consensus
o compromise

• Interest-pay-say
o Financially independant

Unie

van  Waterschappen

So waterschappen are bodies of public administration and, as such, are 
part of the Dutch government. As a result waterschappen can make
decisions that are binding for the citizens. They draw up bye-laws with 
manadatory and prohibitory provisions, grant or refuse permits and levy 
taxes.

Waterschappen have a particular district within which they execute their 
tasks. Consequently they are part of the so called territorial decentralised 
administration, as are provincies and municipalities. The boundaries of 
waterschappen are not drawn arbitrarily, but are determined for reasons 
relating to water management (catchment basins, drainage areas, dike 
rings). As a result, they deviate from the provincial and municipal 
boundaries almost by definition. And in the future perhaps they will also 
deviate from the national boundaries.

Waterschappen’ tasks lie solely in the field of water governance, contrary 
to provincies and municipalities that have several tasks (education, 
culture, health care, civil order and so on).

Since water-related tasks are allocated to waterschappen, they are not 
subject to a general political weighing of interests. Dry feet and sufficient 
(clean) water resources is of vital importance for The Netherlands and is 
thus kept seperate from the political context.
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Financing

• Financially self-supporting

• Cost recovery

• Interest - pay (- say)

• Polluter pays

Unlike provincies and municipalities, who are largely financially dependent 
on support from the central government, waterschappen are financially 
independent. They finance their activities almost entirely from the 
revenues from their own taxes. These are the waterschap charges and the 
waste water treatment levy. This system of waterschap taxes means that 
waterschappen are largely financially independant of national politics and 
economic fluctuations. The necessary investments in water control 
provisions therefore do not have to compete with other governmental 
expenditure. And this own tax system also causes great cost awareness 
amongst governers and employees of the waterschappen. This is in my 
opinion the most important building block in the Dutch waterschap model. 
It may well be the best possible guarantee of sustainable water 
management.

The integrated water system task is financed by the water system levy. 
This is paid by the citizens, landowners and owners of buildings.

Furthermore, everybody that discharges wastewater pays a purification 
levy. This applies to every household and every industrial polluter. The 
size of the levy depends on the pollution value of the waste water. 
Households have a fixed rate; with industrial polluters the pollution is 
determined individually and more exactly, depending on the amount of 
pollution. In this way the “polluter pays” principle is put into practice.
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Taxation

• Flood protection 191 Mio

• Watermanagement 827 Mio

• Waste water treatment 1.372 Mio

The levying system of both the waterschap charges and the pollution levy 
is in keeping with the cost recovery principle laid down in the EU Water 
Framework Directive. 

The total Dutch government expenditure on water tasks amounts to 5.6 
billion euro. 2.4 Billion of this is spent by waterschappen. An average 
household pays about 560 euro for its water conveniences. This amount is 
partly built up of waterschap levies (€ 240). For drinking water an average 
household pays € 200 a year.
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Democracy

• Governing Board

o Elected by the stakeholders

o Every 4 years

o Voting by letter (internet)

The governing bodies of the waterschappen consist of a governing board 
(from 1848 on), an executive committee and a chairperson. These bodies 
are comparable to those of provincies and municipalities. 

The governing board consists of representatives of stakeholders who have 
an interest in the tasks executed by the waterschappen. There are two 
types of interests: general task interests (being able to live, work and 
recreate in the waterschap district) and specific task interests (interests 
with a higher than average and manifest interest in the tasks executed). 
The residents represent the general task interests. The categories of 
stakeholders representing the specific task interests are: farmers, 
companies and managers in the field of forestry and nature. These 
together occupy a minority of 7 to 9 of the seats. The average governing 
board consists of 18 to 30 members. Elections for the members of he 
governing boards are held every four years. The elections for the 
representatives of the general interests take place by letter and in the near 
future with the Internet. The representatives of the specific interests are 
appointed by there pressure groups.
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Executive committee

• Executive committee
o Enforcement of the law and bye-laws

• Dijkgraaf
o Appointed by the crown (6 years)
o Figure head of the waterschap

The exective committee of a waterschap consists of the chairperson and 
four other members to be determined by the governing board. Executive 
boards should reflect the governing board as much as possible.

The governing bodies of waterschappen sometimes have lovely historical 
names. The chairman is known as the dijkgraaf (literally: dike count or dike 
earl). 

The chairperson of a watershap is not a member of the governing board 
and, consequently, has no vote. By contrast, the chairperson is a member 
of the executive committee, in which he or she does have the right to vote. 
In actual practice this makes the chairperson the most powerful governor 
of the waterschap.

The chairperson is appointed by the Crown for a period of 6 years.
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Institutional building blocks as success factors

• Decentralised water 
management

o Adaptive to changes in society 
(institutional flexibility)

o Water resources management on 
water system boundaries (river 
basins)

• Constitutional position: 
safeguarded from political whims

• Own tax area:
o Financially independent
o Cost-consciousness

• Stakeholder participation

In my presention I sketched the main elements – the buildig blocks – of 
the Dutch waterschap system.

We can conclude that the water management in The Netherlands is 
largely decentralized. Waterschapen are clad with administrative power 
and have their own tax area and governing bodies. 

Waterschappen can focus entirely on water governance, which is 
therefore safeguarded from political whims. This clear-cut constitutional 
position of the waterschappen forms the first building block in the 
waterschap model.

The second building block concerns the financial independence of the 
waterschappen that results from their own tax area.This financial 
independence is highly valued and is the best guarantee of sufficient 
fiancial means for today’s modern water management. Everyday practice 
shows that waterschappen are aware that they have to work at the lowest 
possible social cost.

The third important building block deals with the democratic legitimacy 
resulting from the waterschappen’ own governing bodies. In that sense, 
the waterschappen can quite rightly be characterised as “stakeholder 
democracies”.
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Challenges 21st century

• Ready for the future
• Anticipating

o Climate change
o Rising sea level
o Subsidence of soil
o Population growth

• Correct implementation of 
European policy

• Globalization

With these three building blocks today’s Dutch waterschappen are
adequately positioned to face the future. As a result of their independent 
position the waterschappen are very well equipped to take up the
enormous challenges of water management in the future. These include 
the necessary investments to be made in the regional water system in 
connection with the climate change, the rising sea level, the subsidence of 
the Dutch soil and the increasing paved surface area.

And these also include innovative and sustainable technics and 
technologies, both in water systems management and in wastewater
treatment.

To this end, waterschappen operate with a broad outlook, in cooperation 
with the central government, provincies, municipalities, non-
gouvernmental organisations and private companies of course. But also 
with a broad outlook in geographic sense: including the cross-border 
catchment basins, in Europe and globally. Climate, water systems, 
knowledge, legislation and socio-economic processes now have an 
international dimension, by definition. Here lies an important challenge for 
the waterschappen. In close cooperation with the private sector.

The building blocks are not intended as blueprints, but they might well be 
seen as data built on experience, from which other countries also wish to 
benefit.
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Water

We fight against it
We enjoy it

It makes our country and
influences our thinking

It makes us inventive

It learns us
leveling boundaries

Holland – Land of waters,
Land of solutions


